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SLIDE 1 
 
Antecedents of dialogue between schools and communities: a public relations 
perspective 
 
Tie theme in with intro – if schools had good public relations they wouldn’t 
need to ask. 
 
Anecdote about Laura’s school name change. 
 
See if audience members have had any similar experiences with changes – 
not just in the education sector – being implemented without consultation, 
explanation – or sometimes even information! 
 
SLIDE 2 
 
 Overview 
 
I know that in Lisa’s guidelines to a successful presentation she said we 
should look at the why, how and what of our research, but I thought I’d start 
with a ‘who’ question – who am I?  
 
Quick intro – give context to interest in research in schools. Reflect on the fact 
it’s almost despite rather than because of attitudes in the education sector. 
 
• PhD candidate with Griffith University EPS/SoA 
• Education consumer! 
• Public relations academic and practitioner 
 
 Why do this research? 
 
Explore how valuable public relations might be to the running of schools 
because there is an increasing expectation that schools develop 
relationships with various communities.  
 
It’s also important as a context in which to begin addressing some gaps in 
the public relations literature, about which more in a moment. 
 
Schools are good because they are at the nexus of a number of important 
fields of practise – for example the private and not-for-profit sectors, regulated 
and free market functions etc. – so I thought that information relevant here 
could have a large range of applicability. 
 
The consequences of these two issues will have implications for both public 
relations and education. 
 
We’ll get to answer the other questions as the presentation progresses. 
 
SLIDE 3 - 6 
 
Necessary to take a quick detour to clarify exactly what public relations 
actually is. Reflect on the responses schools give when you ask to speak to 
their public relations person. Some confusion because of the wide range of 
philosophies and techniques used within the profession, and because it’s a 
developing area. 
 
Go through models quickly and point out that they all rely to some extent on 
the conduct of dialogue. 
 
SLIDE 7 AND IAP2 HANDOUT 
 
I discovered a gap in the literature relating to what factors affected whether or 
not this dialogue occurred, and if so, what the nature of that dialogue was. 
 
SLIDE 8 
 
 How did I do it? 
 
I took a qualitative approach, using an embedded case study methodology – 
working with a cohort of schools that have been focussing on conducting 
dialogue with their communities as part of a rebranding exercise. Research 
techniques included semi-structured interviews with school principals and 
(followed by partial transcribing and memo-ing); analyses of school websites 
and reception areas; and investigation of school-produced collateral, 
specifically the enrolment package where available. The idea was to find out 
how schools felt about conducting dialogue with their communities, why they 
felt this way, and what happened if and when dialogue took place. This data 
was then triangulated against information provided by education department 
sources and other official data. 
 
Key words – interpretivist, hermeneutic. 
 
SLIDE 9 
 
 What did I find? 
 
Data not yet written into a form suitable for public presentation.  
 
SLIDE 10 
 
Although analysis and interpretation of the research results is ongoing, early 
indications are that a number of forces within and beyond organisations 
interact to determine the likelihood of dialogue taking place at all, and further 
to influence the nature of any dialogue that does occur.  
 
A number of push and pull factors are beginning to emerge – what do you 
think I might have found? 
 
Away from dialogue 
 
Schools will not actively seek dialogue with potential dialogic partners that are 
perceived as being likely to ask for changes the school principals don’t want. 
 
No perceived benefits for the school. 
 
Too costly/time-consuming. 
 
Not enough training for those involved (staff). 
 
Towards dialogue 
 
Stable school structures, especially in senior administration. 
 
Perception that dialogue is a rich source of information for schools on how to 
fulfil client expectations. This leads to  
 
Bureaucratic expectations from outside the school. 
 
Schools positioning themselves as sites of social justice and/or enhancers of 
social capital. 
 
Schools linking dialogue to the maintenance and/or repair of reputation and/or 
relationships. 
 
 
Towards responsiveness 
 
If principals perceive that information received from dialogue with 
communities supports something they are already doing, or were going to do 
anyway. 
 
Away from responsiveness 
 
No perceived need for the school to make changes. 
 
Only some topics are up for responsive discussion. These include uniform 
and tuck shop provisions. I’m currently in the process of analysing this data 
further to see if there is any underlying theme to this. 
 
 
What appears at this stage to be one of the main determinants of how far 
along this continuum schools operate is the attitude and leadership style of 
the principal. 
 
SLIDE 12 
 
 What does it mean? 
 
Two major variables seem to influence the dialogic process (don’t get hung up 
on the organic terminology – it’s a point of reference only to begin with).  
 
The first is how permeable or porous an organisation’s external interface is, 
how open it is to receiving input from groups or publics outside its own 
boundaries. 
 
The second is how responsive the inner structure of an organisation is to 
information received from beyond its boundaries. 
 
Summarised in this matrix… 
 
SLIDE 13  
 
Dialogic dissonance – areas of conflict where the push and pull factors work 
in different directions. For example, you can have a principal who is not keen 
on entering into responsive dialogue for some reason, and they come up 
against an education department requirement that they do this. What 
happens?  
 
What implications does this have? Firstly for schools, this may have some 
interesting implications for the direction of policy, particularly in the 
development of community consultation as a reporting requirement. 
